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Teaching the Black Death
Jennifer McNabb
Western Illinois University

John Alberth, ed. The Black Death: The Great Mortality of 13481350: A Brief History with Documents. Bedford Series in
History and Culture. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2005.
200 pages. $14.95.
Elizabeth A. Lehfeldt, ed. The Black Death. Problems in European
Civilization. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005. 206 pages.
$37.99.

The Black Death is a topic that rarely fails to pique students’ inter-

est or fire their imaginations. “Plague Day” in my Western Civilization survey is among the most energetic sessions of each semester,
and students in my course on medieval Europe respond enthusiastically to my primary source-driven role-playing game, “Survivor:
Black Death.” Instructors offering undergraduate courses currently
have a range of useful and provocative potential texts on the Black
Death from which to choose. Most, like Samuel Kline Cohn’s revisionist The Black Death Transformed: Disease and Culture in
Renaissance Europe (Arnold, 2002) and Colin Platt’s King Death:
The Black Death and Its Aftermath in Late-Medieval England (University of Toronto Press, 1996), are secondary sources. Among the
less plentiful primary source collections available is the excellent
sourcebook, The Black Death, translated and edited by Rosemary
Horrox (Manchester University Press, 1994). More unconventional in approach is the book by noted historian of medieval England
John Hatcher. His The Black Death: A Personal History (Da Capo,
2008) constructs a plague narrative for Walsham le Willows (Suffolk) combining historical methodologies and source analysis with
elements of fiction.
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During the spring 2007 and spring 2009 semesters, I responded to student enthusiasm for the study of the plague by selecting the
Black Death as the topic of my sections of Writing and Research in
History, an undergraduate seminar and graduation requirement for
all History and History-Teacher Education majors on campus. The
course requires majors to demonstrate the acquisition of a set of skills
including the ability to read and think critically, to conduct research
through the use of primary and secondary sources, to understand the
concept of historiography, to write clearly and appropriately for an
academic audience, and to follow a style guide used by professional
historians for citations and formatting. I considered all of the texts
listed in the previous paragraph and many others during the process
of book selection for my Black Death seminar but ultimately decided my selections would be driven by two main requirements: I
wanted accessible sources, both primary and secondary, suitable for
students without much in the way of background information on the
subject (a few students in the seminar were veterans of my course on
medieval Europe, but the vast majority were not), and I needed relatively short texts that could be completed by the two-thirds mark of
a sixteen-week semester, allowing students sufficient time to work
on individual research due at the close of the semester.
With those considerations in mind, I chose The Black Death:
The Great Mortality of 1348-1350, edited by John Aberth, and The
Black Death, edited by Elizabeth Lehfeldt, as my course texts. In
this review I will discuss the contents, organization, and features of
those books, student responses to the texts, and assignments generated by both books to test students’ analytic and writing skills
throughout the semester.
Lehfeldt’s collection is part of the venerable “Problems in
European Civilization” series, formerly published by D. C. Heath
and Houghton Mifflin and now distributed by Cengage. As series editor Merry Wiesner notes in her preface to student readers,
the books in the series “take one particular event or development
in European history and present you with the analyses of several
historians” on the subject (xviii). Lehfeldt’s volume on the Black
Death includes twenty selections, the earliest published in 1931 and
the most recent published in 2003. The pieces, averaging approximately eight pages in length, are organized into five broad topical
categories emphasizing both the short-term and long-term impact
of the fourteenth-century pandemic: “Europe Before the Plague,”
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“Medicine and Epidemiology,” “Religious and Cultural Responses
to the Plague,” “Structures of Order,” and “The Socio-Economic
Impact of the Plague.” As one would expect from an installment
from a series entitled “Problems in European Civilization,” these
selections are almost exclusively European in terms of geographic
coverage. Many of the readings focus on England (six) and Italy
(three), while others discuss the plague’s impact in the Holy Roman
Empire and in Catalonia; additional selections have a wider European focus. While a piece from Michael Dols’s The Black Death in the
Middle East (Princeton University Press, 1977) is also included, its
primary function is comparative, and the experience of the plague in
the Byzantine Empire is mentioned only in passing.
The twenty pieces included in the collection have been
excerpted from articles, book chapters in edited collections, and
full-length studies, most of which were originally published in the
1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Those familiar with late medieval studies
in general and Black Death scholarship in particular will recognize
the names of many authors listed in the Table of Contents, including Richard Kieckhefer, David Nirenberg, Christopher Dyer, Mavis
Mate, and Harry Miskimin. Taken together, the selections help to
contextualize the plague within the political, social, economic, and
cultural structures of the late medieval period as well as to acquaint
readers with major historiographical issues and debates. The readings in Part I, for example, include important contributions to the
scholarly debate concerning the role of the Black Death as a turning
point in European history. Selections from David Herlihy, Edward
Miller and John Hatcher, and William Chester Jordan problematize the notion that fourteenth-century Europeans were inevitably
trapped in a Malthusian crisis from which they could not escape
and to which they could not respond with decisive and sometimes
creative action. As a whole Lehfeldt’s book offered my students an
excellent opportunity to gain familiarity with key trends in scholarship they were likely to encounter during the course of their own
research later in the semester.
Because I wanted students to begin with an examination of
secondary sources and an introduction to historiography, I utilized
Lehfeldt’s text before Aberth’s. There is much to recommend Lehfeldt’s collection as an undergraduate textbook. The book’s features include a general introduction to both the Black Death and
the remainder of the text, a brief chronology, a map indicating the
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European spread of the Black Death between 1347 and 1350, and a
short but useful bibliographic essay (three pages in length) entitled
“Suggestions for Further Reading.” Each of the five sections begins with a preparatory essay, which provides an overview of that
section’s topic, discusses primary sources, contemporary interpretations, seminal modern publications, and research methodologies,
and identifies key points of historiographical debate. This information gives students the necessary background to tackle the selections
that make up the bulk of each of the book’s five parts. Particularly
important for a research seminar, these essays impress upon students
the idea that history is a process involving evidence, interpretation,
and argument. Some students tend to think history is “finished,”
neat and compact and folded within the pages of books; Lehfeldt’s
commentaries make clear the error of that notion by treating history
as an ever-evolving conversation.1 Lehfeldt also introduces each
reading with a paragraph highlighting key concepts and arguments.
My students found this feature particularly helpful, especially early
in the semester when their knowledge of the literature on the plague
was limited and later when they struggled with dense or quantitative
presentations of evidence. The selection introductions served as a
key with which they could decode the piece and then test the strategies they employed to identify authors’ arguments.
The book also presented a few challenges. The selections
in Lehfeldt’s collection have been stripped of their citations, a practice that reduces length and increases readability but also sometimes
makes it difficult for students to think about evidentiary support or
to identify additional materials for consultation. Since one of the
chief concerns of my course students selected paper topics as a result of interest initially generated by Lehfeldt’s readings and then
utilized the fuller versions of the excerpted material in their research,
at which point they were able to see the missing citations. A second
difficulty, again a product of this type of publication, involved getting students to think about the original works from which the selections were excerpted and to remember that they were often longer
and frequently more complex in terms of evidence and arguments.
As students turned a critical eye on Laura Smoller’s, “Plague and
the Investigation of the Apocalypse” (84-99), for example, several
commented on what they felt was an over-reliance on Heinrich of
1 The second time I taught the course, I began the semester with John H. Arnold, History:
A Very Short Introduction, Very Short Introductions, no.16 (Oxford: Oxford U P, 2000).
Arnold also drives home the point that history is about arguments, and the additional reading helped students approach the selections in Lehfeldt with a more analytic eye.
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Herford’s chronicle, complaining that Smoller’s evidence was too
narrow for her conclusions. The comments led to a useful discussion about evidence and arguments as well as allowed me to remind
students to consider that the selections in the edited volume comprised only a portion of the original pieces.
I used Lehfeldt’s book a number of different ways. The individual excerpts were short enough that they could be read, written
about, and discussed in a fifty-minute class, and on several occasions, I tested student comprehension, critical thinking, and writing
skills by having students read a selection in class and then generate
a brief written response, some of which I later graded and others of
which they traded with a classmate for peer response. Class discussions of the readings were often particularly dynamic on those
days, as the material was fresh in the students’ minds. Other reading
assignments generated more formal essays. The first paper was a
three-page analysis of Edward Miller and John Hatcher’s “Medieval
England: Rural Society and Economic Change, 1086-1348” (19-30).
I required students to evaluate the selection according to several
general principles for successful historical writing: good essays are
sharply focused on a limited topic; they have a clearly stated argument; they are constructed with the use of carefully acknowledged
evidence; they include an author’s original, dispassionate thoughts;
and they are written clearly, with careful consideration of the intended audience.2
In addition to having students comment on individual selections, I required students to author historiographical analyses of the
readings in two of the book’s five sections. Students struggled with
the first five-page essay, on Part III, “Religious and Cultural Responses to the Plague.” While most of them could identify points of
confluence and dissonance in the five selections (discussing plague
images, apocalyptic writings, the flagellants, Jewish persecution,
and Islamic writings), they struggled to construct an assessment of
the pieces as a unit. Rather than emphasizing the fact that all five
selections were linked by their investigation of fourteenth-century
coping mechanisms, for example, most essays devoted a simple descriptive paragraph to each reading. The students dealt much more
effectively with the second historiographical essay on Part V, “The
2 These principles come from Richard Marius and Melvin E. Page, A Short Guide to Writing about History, 6th ed. (New York: Pearson Longman, 2007), 9-28. While Marius and
Page clearly intend for students to apply those rules to their own writing, I found it useful
to have students evaluate the texts they read with respect to those guidelines so that they
could see the principles in action.
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Socio-Economic Impact of Plague.” The majority of them were
able to identify a key question at the heart of all five of the selections: Did people’s socio-economic positions improve or decline in
the face of the plague? Instead of creating a summary of each selection, students organized their essays around certain interpretations
(the plague contributed to a general decline in socio-economic conditions; the plague allowed greater opportunities for social mobility and economic prosperity; some people profited from the plague
while the socio-economic status of others remained the same or even
declined) and then group the readings accordingly.
Once students demonstrated competence with secondary
source analysis, we transitioned to Aberth’s The Black Death: The
Great Mortality of 1348-1350. The text is part of the Bedford Series
in History and Culture, designed (in the words of the editors of the
series) “so that readers can study the past as historians do.”3 Unlike
other publications in the Bedford series, Aberth’s volume lacks a
lengthy introductory essay; the primary sources comprise the overwhelming majority of the text.4 A brief seven-page introduction addresses the Black Death as an historical and historically significant
event and discusses the study of medieval sources before moving to
forty-six primary source selections, both documentary and visual.
Aberth’s geographic coverage is unusual in a primary source collection on the Black Death and underscores the pandemic nature of the
disease: in addition to numerous sources from western and central
Europe, Aberth includes two selections from Byzantine authors and
six from Islamic writers who lived in Granada, Syria, and Egypt.5
The sources, most of which are four pages or fewer in length, are
organized into seven broad topical categories: “Geographical Origins,” “Symptoms and Transmission,” “Medical Responses,” “So3 The series editors are Lynn Hunt, David W. Blight, Bonnie G. Smith, Natalie Zemon
Davis, and Ernest R. May.
4 I have used a handful of books from the Bedford Series in History and Culture in other
courses, all of which include longer essays by the volume’s editor. See Sir Thomas More,
Utopia, ed. David Harris Sacks (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s 1999), for example, with its
useful seventy-seven-page introduction. The other volumes I have used, however, contain
a single long text supplemented by a small number of additional primary sources, rather
than include the range of materials Aberth uses in The Black Death.
5 Compare this, for example, to Horrox’s The Black Death, Manchester Medieval Sources
Series (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994). Horrox notes in her preface that
she “made no attempt to document the movement of the plague across Asia and the Middle
and Near East” (xii). Her collection does include an impressive 125 selections, and was in
fact used by nearly all of the students in my course in their research papers.
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cietal and Economic Impact,” and “Religious Mentalities,” “The
Psyche of Hysteria” (subdivided into sections on “The Flagellants”
and “Jewish Pogroms”), and “The Artistic Response” (subdivided
into sections on “The Dance of Death” and “Transi Tombs”).
Aberth’s book contains a number of features designed to increase its accessibility to student readers and to promote its use as
a tool for student research. The book has a number of illustrations,
including a map charting the spread of the Black Death from Asia
into Europe and Africa, a chronology of the Black Death, 13471363, questions for consideration at the conclusion of the text, and a
seven-page selected bibliography, organized by the headings used to
group the primary sources. Aberth introduces each of the groups and
subgroups with commentary on the sources contained in the section,
pointing to common and divergent themes and interpretations. Each
selection is also preceded by a brief paragraph of context, providing
pertinent biographical information for individual authors or information about the historical origin of corporately-authored pieces by
such bodies as the Córtes of Castile or the City Council of Siena. I
ask students to consider purpose, argument, presuppositions, epistemology, and relation to other texts when analyzing primary sources,
and this prefatory material helped students accomplish that task.6
Students responded favorably to Aberth’s book, although I
did have to overcome their initial resistance to reading primary materials from the fourteenth century. Several, perhaps rather predictably, complained that the language was “strange” and difficult to understand; they groaned over the occasionally old-fashioned phrasing
used in some of the translations (the opening to the Agnola di Tura’s
chronicle serves as a case in point: “The mortality, which was a
thing horrible and cruel, began in Siena in the month of May [1348].
I do not know from where came this cruelty or these pitiless ways,
which were painful to see and stupefied everyone,” 81). Still, the
liveliness of class discussions on the primary sources attested to their
interest in and comprehension of the readings. Part 1, “Geographical
Origins,” and Part 2, “Symptoms and Transmission,” serve as useful starting points for more than just obvious chronological reasons.
The selections from Nicephorus Gregoras, Abū Hafs ‘Umar Ibn alWardī, Giovanni Villani, Louis Sanctus, Michele da Piazza, Giovanni Boccaccio, and John VI Kantakouzenos are relatively easy for
readers to compare and contrast. Students eagerly hunted down and
6 This analytic model is drawn from Patrick Rael, “How to Read a Primary Source,”
http://academic.bowdoin.edu/WritingGuides/primaries.htm, accessed 21 February 2007.
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tabulated mentions of buboes, black blisters, fevers, bloody sputum,
and the like to identify similarities and differences in contemporary
accounts of the plague’s physical symptoms. Even students who
had previously expressed their dislike of primary sources could not
help but be captivated by the tale, famously related by Boccaccio’s
Decameron, of two pigs rooting through the clothes of a recentlydeceased plague victim, only to fall dead themselves shortly thereafter (32) and by Agnola di Tura’s stark declaration in the section on
social and economic impact that he “buried five of my sons with my
own hands” (81).
Reading assignments in Aberth’s text shaped class sessions
for several weeks and served as the basis for formal and informal
writing. As with the pieces in Lehfeldt’s book, the sources in Aberth’s volume were short enough to be read, written on, and discussed within a single class period, and we spent several sessions
working our way through individual selections as a class or in small
groups, practicing analytic and writing skills. Several students who
had been making considerable progress in the quality of their writing
suddenly began to struggle to write about primary sources smoothly
and effectively, so I assigned several mini-essays of one paragraph
or one page devoted to primary source analysis. The culmination
of these assignments was a primary source essay, five to six pages
in length, requiring students to analyze all eight sources in Part 4 of
the text, “Societal and Economic Impact.” The topic was one with
which the students had some measure of familiarity (having already
written an historiographical essay on the subject based on secondary source selections from Lehfeldt’s book). The primary source
selections in Aberth’s text range from chronicles to regulations and
conclude with a list of offenders of the Statute of Laborers in Wiltshire from 1352. From these materials students were able to identify
common themes (the plague dissolved traditional social bonds; population losses offered opportunities but also brought about despair
and greed; socio-economic change was resisted, but often unsuccessfully, by elites) and offer broader conclusions about the plague’s
impact on the social order.
The research papers submitted at the end of each semester
served as a testament to the value of the course texts edited by Lehfeldt and Aberth, and student course evaluations reviewed the two
books favorably each semester they were assigned. Both collections
helped acquaint the students with seminal literature and sources on
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the Black Death and allowed me to create assignments requiring
students to practice key critical thinking and writing skills. The two
books work exceedingly well together; they cover many of the same
topics and under similar headings, a happy circumstance that allowed my students to apply what they had learned in one book to
the materials in the other. Perhaps equally as important, each book
worked to sustain student interest in the subject of the Black Death
throughout the semester. Selecting a topic for an undergraduate research seminar as challenging to modern students as the Black Death
can be a risky enterprise. Lehfeldt’s The Black Death and Aberth’s
The Black Death: The Great Mortality were instrumental in helping
to create a satisfying and successful experience for both the students
and the professor.
Jennifer McNabb received her Ph.D. in 2003 from the University of Colorado at

Boulder and is now Associate Professor of History at Western Illinois University,
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in Northwest England, 1560-1610” appeared in the Sixteenth Century Journal
in 2006, and “Fame and the Making of Marriage in Northwest England, 15601640,” was winner of RMMRA’s Allen Breck Award, and was published in Quidditas in 2006. Professor McNabb also is Books Editor of Quidditas, and can be
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The Black Death: Illumination from the Toggenberg Bible (1411)

